
Power structures, class 
divisions and entertainment 
in Rohingya society

Participants felt aspects of their life had changed over time. They consistently referred to two significant events, whereafter their life in 
Myanmar became more difficult, due to increasing restrictions being placed upon them and increasing insecurity.

The Myanmar government established 
Nasaka who are charged with securing 
the border and enforcing policies.

The highest power was made up of the police, army, Nasaka and Myanmar 
intelligence, who community members had to obey or risk imprisonment or a large 

fine. They oversaw taxation and property registration and had authority to give final 
permission for marriage and building houses. Participants said bribery was necessary 

to get support from the Hukumot.

The next step was local government, who worked under the Hukamot. The Ukatta (chairman) 
was the head and could be a Mog or Rohingya. They were elected through a show of hands 

in the community. Sometimes chairmen were appointed by bribing the Hukamot. The chairman 
solved problems & disputes (for a high fee), gave permission for marriage & building houses.

If problems could not be solved within or between 
families, they went to Murobbi, who could be the local 

Imam, a teacher or any educated person.

Most of the Rohingya people used to live in a joint family. 
Disputes were resolved within the family, with the Uji (head 

of household, usually an older man) taking the final decision. In 
case of theft or similar incidents, they tried to resolve it by going 

to the house of the accused person and discussing it.

Riots and communal clashes between Rakhine 
Buddhists (also called ‘Mogs’) and Rohingya 
Muslims. Many died or were displaced.

Latest exodus of Rohingya 
Muslims from Myanmar to 
Bangladesh

5 participants in each group

4 groups arrived 
before August 2017 

age: 25+

12 groups arrived 
since August 2017 
age: 18-24, 40+

16 
FGD

1992 20172012

BBC Media Action undertook a qualitative research 
study to understand more about the culture and 
traditions of the Rohingya community, to inform our 
programming and that of other organisations.

Study locations: 
Kutupalong, Unchiprang, Shamlapur and Leda.

Power structure in Rakhine

Usually, the father is the ultimate 
decision maker of the family. In 

the absence of the father, the elder 
brother plays that role. If there isn’t any 
elder brother then the mother or the 
elder sister gives the decision.” 

- Male, 25+, Kutupalong camp

Increasing 
restrictions
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Class divisions and 
relationships between 
different groups Educated people such as teachers and Moulovi 

(a Muslim doctor of the law) were highly respected. 
Wealthy people were given greater respect in the 

society than other people.

Sunni-Hanafi, Wahhabism and Sufism existed 
in the Rohingya community. There was no 
connection between these religious groups.

Before the Nasaka border guard force was established, 
Rohingya, Hindu and Mogs used to visit each other’s 
houses during different occasions. The situation changed 
over time -

• Ethnic clash between Rohingya and Mogs

• Hindu people’s good relationship with Mogs, which instigated 
growing dislike among Rohingya people towards Hindus.

Lower class people, i.e. methor/haijja (cleaners), napit/
maitella (barbers), and dome (undertakers) lived seperately 
in the corner of the village with limited communication 
and no inter-marriage with other Rohingya people. 

A typical Rohingya village is made up of several 
neighbourhoods. Numbers above households indicates 
approximate number of households in that neighbourhood. * A moktob is an Islamic pre-school

    We never marry off our daughters to a barber 
even if he has money. Though he has money, 
he has no position in the society”

- Female, 38, Shamlapur camp



Entertainment and festivals

Boys and men played several games, sports 
and did other activities for entertainment.

• Dang khela or tip-cat*

• Guli khela or marbles

• Gundi or kite flying

• ‘Morich Khela’ was played by both male and female children in water by continuously 
hitting on water with a stick made from coconut leaves.

• Married and unmarried girls used to play ‘Gila Toktta’ (similar to tip-cat) together at night.

Girls used to play indoor and outdoor games 
before reaching puberty. After puberty they used 
to play indoor games and do indoor activities.

• Lohaluhi or hide and seek

• Faldoni or skipping

• Chohodda/Malabuchi (pretend cooking game)

• Refet (played with marbles)

• Panch gola (played with five small stones)

Games

• Boli khela or wrestling

• Dudu khela: played in 
moonlight by making a 
court in the open space

• Kralu/Kralum/Kralung: 
beach volleyball like 
sport

• Rowing

• Football

Music Mobile, radio and TV

Other entertainment popular with women

Festivals

Fairs were arranged during 
boli khela or wrestling, gundi 
or kite flying and rowing.

• Tamasha was arranged during 
fairs, which comprised dance 
and drama where men 
performed as women.

• Men from adjacent villages 
came to the fairs.

• Rohingya women were 
not allowed to go to these 
public programmes.

Popular folk musicians - Abu Taiyob, Taher, Yusuf, Hajara.
Instruments - Sitar, Mandolin, Shaker, Violin, Harmonica, Juri

• People used mobiles to listen to the 
radio, which played folk music and other 
types of music like Rohingya, Bangla 
and Hindi songs.

• Men loaded songs on mobile memory 
cards for women to listen to at home.

• Men used to watch movies on TV in the 
local market.

• Women played games on their mobile 
phones.

• Listening to stories told by their mother 
during childhood, for example, Prophet 
Mohammed (s.a.a.w)’s and his daughter 
Fatema’s story. 

• Chatting while doing 
household chores.

• Sewing.

* Tip-cat is a game played with two sticks, the aim being 
to hit the shorter one the furthest distance possible.

Traditional music-

• Qawwali, two groups of 
people answering each other 
in forms of songs.

• Ailshiari, groups of farmers 
mocking each other through 
songs while working.

• Ola, usually sung by 
Rohingya women during 
someone’s wedding 
preparation.

• Tarana, Jari, Bhitali, songs 
reflecting their lifestyles and 
sorrows.

This research forms part of the Common Service for Community Engagement and Accountability, which is led by BBC 
Media Action alongside Internews and Translators without Borders. The service is being delivered in partnership with 
IOM, the UN migration agency, and is funded by the UK Department for International Development.


